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Abstract

v

imaginary Playmatesf Some Relationships
T6 Pre-Schoolers' Spontaneous Plav, Language and Televieion-Viewing
John Caldeira, Jerome L, Singer and Dorothy G. Singer

Yale University

[

This study explored tne relatlonshlr between parents reports of

childran playlng at home with 1maq1nary figures and the occurrence of

imaginative behavior, p051t1ve or negative affect and prosoclal behaviors

during spbntaneOus play in nursery sciiool,. One hundred eleven three and

four year olds were observed and rated eight times over a year during

=%

free play. According to perents' reports, 55% of the chlldren had ima~1nary
. playmates at home. Mulciple regre551on analyses indic;ted that scores
reflecting relative occurrence of imagiuary playmates predlcted the
imaginaclve play of children in scnool their positive affect and con-
centration during play and their social 1nteract10n end cooperativeness
Reports of Imaginary Playmates teuded to be negatively llnked to occurrences
of overt agéfeesive behavior (in boys) and television-viewing rrequency

end positively to more eitended language use. Girls seemed more idclinefl

to adopt botii male and female supericroes from TV as fantasy companions

while boys caiefly employed male figures.



" Ymaginary Playmates: Some Relationships

To Pré«Schooiers‘ Spontaneous Play, Language and Television-Viewing

Parenfs and obsérvers of chiidrcn have often been intrigued by
indications'tha;*child;en have imaginary playnates. - These invisible com-
panions or ;nimaﬁed stuffed animal%_are of ten assigned quaint names.and
are frequently treated by tae children as if they are material beings.
'The phenomenon of the fantasy piaymage is of theoretical interest becaﬁse
it may be an early and dramatic manifestatlon of the im301native

capacitles of thc child. The p0551b111ty that imaglnary playmates are
g
an indication of psychopathology has also been proposed (Svendson, 1934

Murlock and Bernstein, 1972) and occasionally has puzzled and worried

parents and teachers.

Previous research on imaginary playmates has emphasized the

frequency of occurrence- and some characteristics of both the blaymates
. \ .

"and the children who create them. A large number of studies have been
revieved by Hasih,(1978) with indications that the phenomenon is more
widespread than had been’recoghized. Piaget (1962) had called attention

to the manifeétation cf an imaginary playmate as part of the normal
dgvelopmenqal process, which im most children includes a phase of
symbolic play. Singer (1973)'has elaborated this notion in relation to

the nature of information—prodéséing demands on the child and tie potential

adaptive functioniof imagery skills as part of ;he'growth proress. The

W
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vstressed in Dsychodynamlc theorles (Green, 1922, Fraiberg, 1959) but ‘

Manosevitz, Prentice & Wilson (1973), Scnaefcr (1909), Turner (1972),-

extensive use of "sighted" imaginary playmates by. blind children was

reported by'Sinéer'and’Streiner (1966) but deaf children did not show

a greater reliance on such compensatory, playmates than did matched

hearing controls (D.ls;ng%r & Lenahan, 1976). Compensétory or

conflict—rclated functions of the imaginary playmate have been

- \ - ~

" there is also evidedce that the emergence of imaglnary playnates may

be a relatively<adapt1ve or creative phenomenon in normal growth.

and’ Slnger (1973) have all pointed to relationships between reports

. ’ =

of imaginary companions and tendencies towards general lmaglnatlveness

v 2
- or creativity.

The specific focus of this study 1is upon the.relationshipsHbetween

reports of imaginary playmates at home and (1) indicatious of -imagina-

=Y

.tion: positive emotionality, concentration and social bLehavior during

spontane0us play, (2) frequency of television viewing, and (3) the

-use of language by the children during play.A,This study is one aspect

3

of a more general eﬁéminat{on of possible relationsalps between the
patterns of home television-viewirg and early manifestations of

imagination, social behavior or aggression in the Spontaneoustplay

of children in nursexy schools or daycare centers. ‘(Singer & Singer,

Note 1)



Two somewiat contradlctory p051tions about tHe p0551ble influence
of television on a child s imaglnatlve development ‘may be proposed.

It is quite possible that television provides a major stimulus to

imaginative development. Ij presents the child with a complex

potpourri of novel stor&es characters, and settings which may become
a stimulus for- symbolic play in much the same way as fa{ry tales
that.are read to children; On the other hand, it 15 also-pessible
that because of the tremendous attractive power of tne teievision

" medium and the ease of viewing, thé act of watching telev1sion estab—

1ishes a passive orientation and precmpts active efforts at exploratlon,
- developnent of imagery skills and other forms of adaptive behavior.
An examination of these issues from a cdhnitivé‘stanépoint (Singer, 1978)

) snggests the possibility taat extcnsive television-viewing may precludei
/! ~ . . ‘
practicing the skills that go into imagination or reading effectiveness.

L4 3

I1f _the imaginary companlor represnts an 1nd1cat10n of a morg

N
-

¥

imaginative development in the child we hypothesized that children
who manifest more evidence of imaginary playmates at liome would also
show more 1maglnat1veness 1n their spontancous” activity 1n the nursery

school, Since imagination aHQ:;051tive affect have been linked in
P .
a serles of carlier studles (Singer, 1977), it was also hypotheSIZEd

that play with imaginary friends at hcme should be an indicatlon of

a happier chlld, one wio shows evidence in nursery school of other-

behavior correlates of imagination such as greater concentration,

cooperation with peers, elation and the absence of overt aggression

even in the nursery school.

ERIC © - 6
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A somewhat more extensive use of lanouage_has also been associated

with imaginatlve play in children (Singer & Slnger, 1976, Singer,

 081deira & Singcrx Note 2) and may be expected to be characteristic

of children witu imaginary playmates ' 1alk1ng to and ansvering for

-aqpimaginary friend may increase the. vocauulary expressiveness of‘

the child much as fantasy play seems to do so (Singer &.Singer, 1976)
Method K .

Participants’ . T

Onée hundred forty:one tiiree and four-year olds, 52 females and
'79 males, who attended chiefly middle-class nursery schools or
daycar° centers in ;ew Haven ‘Connecticut partic1pated in thls 2
experiment. School and 1nd1V1dua1 parental informed consents wvere
obtained for 1nterv1ew1ng and observ1ng the children unobtrusively
during the course of their Spontaneous play over a one year period.
~The mean 1Q was 116.7 with a S.D. of 14.3 for the chlldrcn based
on the Peabqny Pictnre Vocanulary_Test. fean age w. 48 montns with

a S.D. of 7.4. SES level on the llollingshead-Redlich 5-Point Scale

was 2.6 with a S.D. of 0.6. There were no significant differences

=

between the sexes on these variables.

g

‘Procedure ' "

predispositional variables. Each child was individually tested

for IQ using tie Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test. A brief interview
uwith the child (Singer, 1973) was also conducted to ascertain the
child's. range of imnginatiye actiVities. This intefview included a

 question-about imaginary”blaymates.

-y
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Imaginary playmate questionnaire. FParents received a detailed

Ret g

questionnaire concerning the play of children in relation to imaginary

companions. .The Guestionnaire was based in part on the early work *

of'Hurloék'and purstein (1934). "Questions included indications of the

presence or absence of imaginary playmates, the frequency of such

} :

"play and the number of such playmates. An overall measure of the
extent of play with imaginary playmates was formed from an equal
weighting and combination of the above.quéstipns. Questions were

jaso included to collect normative data on the characteristics of

=3

tke-imaginary playmafes and the play actiyi;iés'of the child with

the imaginary playmate. Atténtion was also paid to the extent to.

.

- which imaginary playmates reflected the influence of television

charaacters.

—

Play observations. Tairs of trained observers watched eaci

child on two separate days, recording all activities within a ten

minute period during carly morning free play at the nursery schools.

<«

This procadure was rcﬁeated during carly morning free play at the
nursery schools. Tnis procedure was repeating during three additgonal

“Probe periods" several ionths apart throughout a year to yield a

-

" total of eight independent ten~-minute obscrvations of the children.

Based on théir careful behavioral descriptions of spontanecous play,

the observers independently rated the protocols for a series of

[&

variables including imaginativeness of play, positive affect,

%)

o
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concentration, apgression,.cooperation and other indications of

mcodp (See Note 1). Intér-rater reliabilities were highly significant

when evaluated by Cicchetti's variant of Kappa (Cicchetti, 1976). In

\ _ :
addition to the behavioral variables, protocols were scored for a

_gariety;of;Ianguage”variables, of which number of words and mean length

N - : . ’
"‘of utterance during ten minutes of spontaneous play were employed

«

_ for'analysis:in the present study.

Television—viewing. Parents were trained-at the outset of the
. -
e . {
research project on how to keep records of thelr chlldren s celevision~
. ' <.
viewing patccrns; Schedules of current programming were‘made

"availablc to parents for each day of a two week perlod, and parents
recorded specific prdgrams watched by thc cﬁlldren and the length ¥
;of ‘time spent watCuing (Sea hotc 1). . This procedure was carried out
mfour times curlng the year to give a total of eight week- long rampl@

‘(Spread over tihe year) of television-viewing for each child. Atten-

tion in this péper is focused gn the variable of average veekly
television-vieving by-cbe cﬁildren.
. Results
Imaginary playmate qUestionﬁaires wvere codpleted by 111 parents.’
To check on the possiblc seleg ¢ive nature of the reSpondents the
parents'.reports of imaginary playmates were compared with the self-
)reports by children which had been included in the ‘maglnative Play

Predisposition Interview. No:.difference was found betueen fePorted '

*»



y |
frequency OL imaginary playmates in children of. parents ‘who did reSpond

-

and in the frequencies reported by the children of the small number of

”

parents who failed toorespond (A.(l) = ,00, p) 50). Children did
IEport a higher frequencv of imaginary playmates tnan did their 5
parents, 65/ 1ndicating ,hey had some form of _make-believe friends

comparcd to 55% of such reportr from the parents' questionnaires.

LX)

,Since;we wanted to look at average behavior over a full year, we .

-

relied on the parcnt~ reports which had been obtained at midyear;

. &

the childrc1 8 rtports hiad been obtained at the Deginning of the year.
The children wno were reported as showing a fiigh amount of play

with imaginary playmates were of simirar age and IQ.to those children

with little or no play wvith imaginary playmates. There wire no

1

significant-sex differences in frequency altnough girls were reported

as showing somewiiat more Sueh‘playnates.

<

Wnen statistical analyses were carried out for eachk of the four

=

probe periods to detemnine if childien‘with'imaginary playmates
differed fron those with nOne,'some significant effects emerged
‘;although s1gnificance was not consistent across all of the probes.
" In general, children whose -parents repaied them as having imaginary
playmates at_home-showed more'imaginativeness'in their spontanecous,

play in nursery school, moxe positive emoéionality during such playy
. : : N o

) oo . ;‘{ -,
~ ) * \ .
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.more cooperative behaviorcwith adults and‘someyhat'more extended
- language usage.‘-Rarents' logs indicated that the imaginzry .

p-ﬁ&mate gxoup was watching less’ ‘television.

More striking evidence of the role of imaginary playmates in

/"’

relation to overt behavior during play, langu2ge and TV—viewing

“emerged from correlational analyses.
":’ -

Stepwise multiple regre551ons vere, carried out using thes

variables of Imaginary Playmates, Age, IQ, Socloeconomic Status,

v
Ethnic Background, 1maginat1ve PrediSposition deaSures, etc.

. to predict tlve children's sceres on the behavior and language

‘variables during.Spontaneous play ~t the nursery School.‘ In this
: o : ! e
way, the unique and combiped contributions of background factors

and material relating to.the child's home environmcnt to the deter-
mination: of behavioral traits observed at.the nursery-school can,be

identified. Sequential selection of variables conmsistently indicated

'

that the Imaginary Playmate scores were chosen early and made 51zable

contributions to the best ordering of variables producing significant

multiple Rs. Generally, variables like IQ or SES were less potent..

and did not appear’in equations.
‘JD- " In general, childrer whose parents reported them as showing

rmore evidence of play with imaginary playmates in “the home also

showed more imaginativeness and pOSith& emotionality during play

117
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. at the nursery school Multiple Regressions predicting imaginative play

<dn - the uuisery scnool indicatcd that evidence of imaginary'playmates

_was a sigrificant contributor to the prediction equation with 5% unique
aeh 7
. . IS . Y
variance for boys (p¢.05). It'(ailedlto be a reliable predictor for
» ‘ .

airls. '

In the predictioniof positive emotionality such as laughing and
smiling, the imaginary playmate variable contributed .25 (p&.001) unique

ariance in a multiple correlation coefficient of .73 for ‘boys. - This

— relationship was not statiSthally significant.for girls.
When the Imaginary Playmdtcs variable were included in an equation

predicting Gpncentration during play it contributed .22 unique variance

(p<. OOl) indicating that. children wno show more evidence of imaginary.

]
piaymates at nome also exhibit higi 1evels of concentration ‘during’

play at ‘the, nursery school. ConSistcnt witn f“is finding is the
. N
influence of the Imaginary Playmates variable in predicting the
-2

nifestation of fear and anger during free play In boys, a nega ch

"

coefficient for imagirary playmates contributed a striLing .79
. N . "
(p<.001) of the variance tolnredict the occurrence oﬁ fearfulness. Simi-

P . o _
larly,..56 (p¢ .001) of .the variance for anger istexplained by the

- , oyt

addition of a negntive coefficientsfor” inaginary playmates to the equation

(p(.OOl). Liveliness was also partially explained by wherher or not

a" the child ‘has any imaginary playmates with .04 unique variance, (p( 05).

' ~

| T




Qeoperatioalseems to be a characteristic of children with
1magiaary pla&ﬁates. When an equation was constructed to predict tne
variable of Coopération with Peers, the number of imaginary playmates a
.child has was a hlghly significant contributor explaining .53 of the
'variance for_boys, (p<.001), and .34 qf the variance_for girls! (p( OOl)
_When‘combined with low frequency of TV-viewing as a predictor, multiple
correiations of .95 and .76 for boys and girls respectively are attained.
Ccoperation with Adults is also predicted from the Imaginary llaymates
variable but‘with lesser confidence, (.08 and .23 of the variance) for
bo&s'and girls.

A negative rClatlonSdlp between aggrcssicn and 1maglna;y playmates
was apparent in boys with the imaginary playmates accounting’ for .06

~

(p<.05) of tihe variance in a multiple regfcssion equation that included,

as the Strongest‘predictor, the amount giutelevision viewed. Aggression
in the.girls wasfnot as apparent as in boys and could not be ;redicted
with great confidunce from the background vapiables alchoagh girls.
who shoved .some 6§ert aggpressive behavior during play wece significantl&
hlghcr in fraquency of 1V—v1ewing (pC.01). _
The language cnildrcn Spoke during plcy was best predlcted Ly .
Age. and 1Q, although for boys the nunber of words spoken and mean
léngth of utterances during play periods were parﬁ%ally explained by the
‘Imaéinary Playmates variable, accounting for .05 and .06 of the variance,
r re5pectiycly (p(.dS). For girls, imaginary playmates wefe'aot included

in the prediction equation'althohgh a low positive correlation between

A 1ﬁaginary playmates and mean length of utterance was found, r=.17.

-
q
~




11

»

In defining the sét of variables that predict the amount of
television a child views, the inaginary‘playmates was a‘sieable negative
eontributor to the equation for boys predicting .40 of the ‘variance,
(p<.001) in an equation that ultimately yielded a multiple correlation
of .84, In other words, boys who hao no imaginary playmates were
" watching more 1V. When the same analysis is performed for girls, a
- gmall o, posite result is:found with .08 common variance between imaginary

playmates and amount of television viewed with other variables partialled

out.

Normative results obtained from the parents' ‘quevtionnaire indicate
1 P q ]

that the phenomenon of imaginary playmates is somewhat stronger in

girls. Oue serendiptious finding was taat boys were more lilely to have
make-belicve animal playmates than vere the girls (h (1)=6.02, p\ 02)
The glrls in this study were 51gn1f1cantly more likely to have a

'pretend friend of the opposite sex than were the_boys (Xz(l)QS.SO,

3

02), Of the glrls with imaginary playmates, 425 of them had at

least one male inaginary playmate, wheraas only 13% of the boys were

‘reported as having female imaginary playmates. Aboﬁt one third of the

) children vho have imaginarv plavmates name them after real people taey

know; usually-their peers. Over 9OA of the Chlldreﬂ with imaglnary

~

‘ playmates reportedly converse with the playmate.'

>

Comparinn the famlly structure of the children indlcates that

" children without siblings were more llkely to have imaglnary p ‘vmates,

~

X?(l)-7 66, p*. 01. This effect was strongest in girls; they were

particularly likely to have imaglnary playmates in the absence of

-

younger siblings.
: ' ' = o 14

-
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Discusqion

¢

The aFility of tlie Imaginary Playmate variable to predict imaginative

Nt

play, concentratlon and happiness during spontaneous play seems to
indicate that the extent to wiich a child exhioits play with imaginary
ﬁlaymates is an indication of that cnhild's imaginativeness in generali
These results do not-suppoft the belief that imaginary companions are
espec1ally likely to occur among shy OT "maladjusted chlldren. To the
contrary, children with imaginary playmates were more. inclined to show
elation end positive emotionality during free playfas well as more
concentration. . It seems that imaginary playmates are no{.a unique
phenomenon, but rather a manifestation of imagination'in general and -
‘may be an especialiy.good_indicdtion of the extent thatfa child engages
:fn féntasy. Manosevitz, Prentice & Wilson (1973) askea parents to rate
their own children;Athey found that children with imaginary .playmates
were more adept at taikiﬁg with adults and they found no differences

" between groups in the shyness-outgbing continuum.

.

An overall higher frequency of the occurrence of imaginary play-
Qates was found in this study than in other reports which generally |
report about one third of children hav1ng imaginary playmates (Jer511d
1933, Manosevitz, Prentice & Nilson, 1973), This difference may be
due:to-differences in method of assessment or the.definition of
. imaginary playmate.__Jersild-(1933) had repofted 79% of children as
having at least anthropomorphized dolls or objects and our data are

‘based on indications of transformation of stuffed animals to whom life

., and human chnracter%stics are attributed.

»

15



Another indication of a possible adaptive'function of imagination
{s the language differences taat emcrged for boys, although the effect
 was not as strong‘as was expected. Previous cxoSs- -situation correlations
between observed imagination and'nean lengtn of utterance yielded
correlations oi about 10% common variance.
o The results of the prediction of televisionfviewing are not
eonclusive. Waile there was a Moderate cffect of imaginary playmates
for boys, the relationship did not hold for girls. The results pTCSEHCEd
should be interprcted as suggestive. A positive relationship was found
betwern greater viewing of educational television prograns such as
Misterogers and Scsane Street and evidence that cHildren had imuﬁnary
.playmatcs. This finding prooably Wwazicenad the HCLaCIV relationship
of imaginaryﬂplaymatcs to total v frequency but sugpests a more
discriminating viewing patteln fOr these cHlldrtn.' |

Some rather interesting sex olfferences arose in the types of
imaginary playmates ooserved in tne children by their parents. Boys
were more likely than girls to have pon--human make- believe friends
.which,_according-to Ames and Learned (1946) would place pirls higher
on the "imagination gradieht"- This is quite possible; the phenomenon
as .8 wnolc seems somewhat stronger in girls althouch Jersild (1963)
believes this may- be more a cultural artifact in that boys are less
'likelv"to'reveal their fantasiGS. At free play in the nurserv'SChool

. [

boys generally express more imagination (Singer, 1973). Girls were

W
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more likely to have opposite sex playmates than were the boys, a finding
also*rep;rted by Hanosevitz, Prenticé & Wilson (1973). Ou; data_conform
to numcrnus reports on the changing patterns of children's play

(Singer & Singer, 19765 which saggest that while girls are moving in

the bo§s' direction as far as games and playthings'a:e-concerned, bovs
show little tendency to adopt girls' games or toys. The availability

of female super—cnaractcrs ‘such as Bionic WOman’and Wonder Woman were
;eflected in girls' choices of some of these as fantasy friends. Cirls
also-identifled w1th Superman or Batman but boys showed almost no -
tendency to ad0pt Wonder Voman, Isis or Bionic Woman into their
imaginary entourage.

The SpontanESUS‘comments TEported by parents wiaen asked what
'activities their children engaged in with the imaginary playmate
indicated that _the. chlldren use the imaglnary plavmate to pr03ect
) emotidns, assign blamc, corroograte ‘stories and ;ell the iwmaginary
playmate how'unfair:the world is. Tne most common activities were
60ciodramat1c play in the absance of pee;s. It seems likély snat'a chiln
‘who has the capac1ty for developing a make—believé friend is also |
acqui;iug other skills that may be useful for s1nply engoving oneself .
hdufiug play but nhichhmay also pave the- way for other adantive cognitive

and social benefits.,

£l
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Reference Notes

1. A detailed dascription of reliability procedures, behavior
recording and scorihg andltelévision log-teeping metnods are

presented in Sl Progress Report No. 2, Television-Viewing and

Imaginative Play in Pre-Schoolers: A Develoomental and Parent.

_Intervention Study, J.L. Singer and D.G. Singer, Yale University, ° N

May 1978. |

1I. Siﬁger, D.G., Caldeira, J. & Singer, J.L. The eéfects of telévision—
viewing and prédisposit;pn to imaginq#ion on ;he language of pre-

school children. Paper preseanted at the annual convention of the

. Eastern Psychologicél Association, boston, %1977,
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